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PENGUIN CLASSICS

GORGIAS

Plato (c. 427–347 BC) stands with Socrates and Aristotle as one of the shapers of the whole intellectual tradition of the West. He came from a family that had long played a prominent part in Athenian politics, and it would have been natural for him to follow the same course. He declined to do so, however, disillusioned by the violence and corruption of Athenian political life, and especially by the execution in 399 of his friend and teacher, Socrates. Inspired by Socrates’ enquiries into the nature of ethical standards, Plato sought a cure for the ills of society, not in politics but in philosophy, and arrived at his fundamental and lasting conviction that those ills would never cease until philosophers became rulers or rulers philosophers. At an uncertain date in the early fourth century BC he founded in Athens the Academy, the first permanent institution devoted to philosophical research and teaching, and the prototype of all Western universities. On several occasions he travelled to Sicily in an attempt to put his political theories into practice, notably as an adviser to Dionysius II, ruler of Syracuse.

Plato wrote over twenty philosophical dialogues, and there are also extant under his name thirteen letters, whose genuineness is keenly disputed. His literary activity extended over half a century; few other writers have exploited so effectively the grace and precision, the flexibility and power, of Greek prose.

Walter Hamilton was master of Magdalene College, Cambridge, from 1967 to 1978, and then was made an Honorary Fellow. Born in 1908, he was a Scholar of Trinity College Cambridge, where he gained first class honours in both parts of the Classical Tripos. He was a Fellow of Trinity College and a University Lecturer at Cambridge, and taught at Eton before becoming Headmaster of Westminster School (1950–57) and of Rugby School (1957–66). He translated Ammianus Marcellinus’ The Later Roman Empire and Plato’s Symposium and his Phaedrus and Letters VII and VIII all for Penguin Classics. Walter Hamilton died in 1988.

Chris Emlyn-Jones studied at Birmingham University, where he received his PhD in 1972. Since 1979, he has taught in the department of Classical Studies at the Open University. His publications include The Ionians and Hellenism (1980), Homer: Readings and Images (co-editor) (1992), commentaries on the Greek texts of a number of Plato’s early dialogues, and various articles on Plato, the Presocratics and Homer. His hobby is music-making, instrumental and vocal.
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Bibliographical references

References to modern scholarly works in the Introduction and Commentary are to author and date of publication and, where appropriate, page numbers, e.g. ‘Dodds 1959, p. 250’. This relates to the Further Reading, where full details of the publication can be found.

References to the translation and commentary

The running section numbers and sub-section letters in the margin of the translation (e.g. 467b … c etc.) approximate to the pages and smaller divisions of the Greek text of the sixteenth-century AD edition of Stephanus, which is standard in all modern editions (and most translations) of Plato; quite apart from allowing precision of reference, this system will aid the reader wishing to use this translation alongside a Greek text.

The sectional divisions of Gorgias, (A[1], B[3], etc.) are purely editorial and are placed at what I judge to be suitable breaks in the dialogue, although there is rarely an obvious dramatic break, since Plato’s usual method of composition was to disguise, rather than signal, changes of subject.

The letters A, B and C correspond to the main tripartite structure of the dialogue, the successive conversations with Gorgias, Polus and Callicles. The smaller divisions [1], [2] etc. represent coherent sections suitable for editorial explanation and comment. The method adopted is to preface a section with an introductory explanation, leaving until the end of the section, where appropriate, discussion on points of interest and/or difficulty. Notes are restricted to the elucidation of more specific detail.



Introduction

The cultural background

Plato’s dialogue Gorgias, though firmly set in the cultural world of the late fifth and early fourth centuries BC, debates questions which perennially face people who give thought as to how they should govern or be governed, and what should be the qualifications required of those who aspire to public office. Are high moral standards essential, or should we give our preference to the pragmatist who gets things done, or negotiates successfully? Is the power of rulers to do as they wish a force to be admired, especially if they affect the lives of countless others? Behind these questions lie other more basic issues concerning how we all ought to live our lives: ought we to aim to maximize our pleasure and that of others or should our overriding concern be to act virtuously? And how can our choice be justified?

We might be moved at this point to object that choices in real life are rarely that simple; between such stark alternatives there is much middle ground. Yet the posing of these questions in a sharply polarized form – either virtue or pleasure – reflects the presentation of confrontations between the philosopher Socrates and a variety of representatives of contemporary Athenian society, powerfully dramatized in Plato’s dialogues, and never more so than in Gorgias. The four participants in this debate lay claim to the most potent of the positive values in the Athenian ethical armoury: excellence and happiness; but what they each mean by these words is very different, and what emerges is a contest between two opposed ways of life – one occupied with the maximization of pleasure through the exercise of worldly power and the other concerned with moral absolutes such as justice and goodness.

Two of Socrates’ three interlocutors, Gorgias and Polus, are orators, experts in the public speaking of the day, and it is this topic which opens the dialogue:1 Socrates wants to find out exactly what is the nature of Gorgias’ expertise in this area. Soon, however, they move from this to the subject of political power – not an entirely obvious transition, you might think. However, the small agriculturally based self-governing political unit characteristic of the Classical Greek world, the city (polis), was very much a ‘face-to-face’ society, in which the ability to speak persuasively in front of large audiences was an essential qualification for a successful political career, especially, it appears, in Athens, where major political decisions, including such vital matters as declarations of war, were taken by an Assembly in which all citizens were entitled to speak and vote. Even in Athens citizens were still a minority of the population; there were slaves and resident foreigners, and women took no part in public life. Nevertheless, the Athenians were proud of having a society which was at least more politically inclusive than others. In such an environment oratorical skill really could mean power and influence, and was clearly a significant factor in the domination of the democratic Assembly by such statesmen as Pericles (c. 495–429). The same skill could be applied in the Athenian law courts, where to be clever at speaking was a definite advantage for those performing in front of juries of several hundred of their fellow citizens.

Early in Plato’s dialogue, Gorgias boasts that his art, that of the skilled orator, gives an individual ‘the greatest good, which confers on everyone who possesses it not only freedom for himself but also the power of ruling his fellow-citizens’ (452d5). The power of speech to control people’s thoughts and emotions was celebrated by the historical Gorgias in an oration which sought to defend the notorious Helen of Troy; she was helpless in the face of the blandishments of her lover Paris: ‘Speech is a mighty ruler which with the minutest and most invisible body accomplishes the most godlike deeds’.2

Whether or not the power of eloquent speech was indeed ‘the greatest good’, as Plato’s Gorgias claims, the Athenians of the fifth century BC distinguished themselves from their neighbours and enemies as a society whose citizens thoroughly debated important issues before taking action.3 The need for aspiring Athenian politicians to acquire this vital adjunct to political success was met by a group of professionals to which Gorgias belonged; they were known collectively as sophists – itinerant teachers of the skills of persuasive speaking, for whom Athens was the most important centre in Greece.4 These teachers supplied, for a fee, a kind of higher education for those who could afford it, which included the introduction of topics on which their pupils might exercise their acquired eloquence; these typically focused on social issues, such as, for example, whether life in communities like the polis and other societies had developed by nature (physis) or through the application of conventional human laws and customs (the product of ‘law’ = nomos). The practical implications of such issues became clear when they emerged from the classroom and into the public arena in a tragedy like Sophocles’ Antigone (c. 442 BC), where a crowded theatre witnessed hot debate between the Theban ruler Creon and the princess Antigone over whether her actions in granting her brother burial rites were bound by the laws and decrees of the state or whether she answered to the unwritten (‘natural’) edicts of the gods.5 Self-conscious analysis and criticism of traditional myths and stories also went hand-in-hand with speculation about the more obvious aspects of physis – the nature of the gods and the origin of the universe. At the end of Sophocles’ play, the ‘laws of the gods’ reassert their power over a broken Creon; but there is evidence of a more thoroughgoing scepticism, for example in a fragment from a play (Sisyphus) of disputed authorship,6 where it is suggested that the idea of deity was invented by humans to prevent injustice, and that the gods are as much a part of convention (nomos) as the society they allegedly created.

The question that concerned Plato was whether Gorgias, and the orators and sophists in general, also taught their students to consider the moral consequences of their activity (see Gorgias, A[6]). This concern was already in the public consciousness in the later fifth century, as, for example, the comic dramatist Aristophanes shows in his play Clouds, the skill of speaking effectively was also seen as the ability to ‘make the weaker argument the stronger’,7 and to turn conventional morality upside down for personal advantage. Aristophanes’ principal character, a rascally old farmer, Strepsiades, simply wants to find a way of getting out of paying the debts incurred by his horse-mad son. But such debates could take on much more serious and wide-ranging implications: the relationship of moral values to state and inter-state politics is one of the key themes of the historian Thucydides, who charted the course of the major conflict between Athens and Sparta which stretched through the last quarter of the fifth century. In Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War politicians are given speeches in which lip-service to values such as justice and temperance masks a belief in the all-governing desire for power: as the Athenians say to the unfortunate inhabitants of the mid-Aegean island of Melos, who contemplate resistance to Athenian forces (416 BC): ‘Our opinion of the gods and our knowledge of men lead us to conclude that it is a general and necessary law of nature to rule whatever one can.’8 Thucydides’ speeches were not verbatim reports, any more than Aristophanes’ or Sophocles’ plays were real life; but these diverse sources suggest that debates about values were within the consciousness of the man-in-the-street as well as the preoccupation of intellectuals.

Socrates and Plato

The man to whom Strepsiades goes to find a way out of his troubles in Aristophanes’ play (see above) is Socrates, the alternately pompous and sly head of a school of subversive intellectual investigation, humorously dubbed a ‘thinking-shop’. Other comic dramatists featured Socrates, whose distinctive appearance, to judge from later busts and contemporary verbal portraits, had considerable humorous potential; he is portrayed as short and squat, with snub nose and bulging eyes. The historical character (c. 469–399), what sort of man he was and what he did, is harder to capture; unlike the sophists, he wrote nothing, and we rely on a number of accounts, of which the most important, besides the comedy-writers, are those of Xenophon (428-c. 354) and Plato (c. 427–347), both of them followers and associates. These two portraits of Socrates coincide to the limited extent that both picture a man concerned with discussing morality, and certainly not engaged in the speculative scientific activity parodied by Aristophanes or the teaching of persuasive speech, like Gorgias. Beyond this they tend to diverge; Xenophon’s character is a rather conventional moralist, while Plato’s Socrates is the intellectually acute and ironic questioner who gathered groups of young men around him in public places in Athens, such as gymnasia – where younger Athenians, mainly upper-class, took physical exercise and relaxed – and the market-place (Agora), continually asking the sort of questions which open the dialogue Gorgias: what professional individuals profess, and how what they do relates to key moral values such as justice, piety, temperance and excellence in general.9

Plato’s Socrates claims to differ from the sophists in two major respects: he does not charge fees and (or because) he does not impart knowledge with a view to promoting his pupils’ success; indeed, he does not claim to know anything for certain but elicits knowledge from his associates by means of asking them questions. The degree to which Socrates’ professions of ignorance are ironically conceived is debatable; as we shall shortly see from Gorgias, Plato’s Socrates does on occasion make quite substantial claims to knowledge. His Athenian contemporaries certainly thought that he did; in 399 BC, in one of the few pieces of evidence for the historical Socrates which is firmly established, he was prosecuted for impiety, condemned and executed by means of the drinking of hemlock. The indictment on which he was found guilty – ‘not acknowledging the gods which the city acknowledges, but introducing new divinities, and corrupting the youth’-may have been a trumped-up charge to cover suspicion of other more political associations.

The Spartan victory in 404 BC at the end of the long drawn-out Peloponnesian War led to right-wing revolution in Athens and the establishment of a junta known as the ‘Thirty Tyrants’, under whose rule a reign of terror was instituted. Following the fall of this short-lived government, democratic rule was re-established, with a political amnesty. In the famous defence speech which Plato gives to him, the Apology, Socrates seeks to distance himself from partisan politics in order to portray himself as an unpopular but politically detached critic of contemporary Athenian society, the stinging gadfly which stimulates the large thoroughbred horse by questioning the Athenians’ basic moral values.10 However, it is possible, and later generations certainly believed, that Socrates was charged and condemned at least partly by reason of his association with a number of people prominent in the earlier junta, such as the sophist Critias, and earlier on, élitist politicians such as Alcibiades, an accusation which the political amnesty may have ruled out of court.11

Plato came from a well-to-do family which associated with Pericles and was related to right-wing figures, his cousins Critias and Charmides. During Socrates’ lifetime Plato appears to have been just one of a number of his younger associates, and we know nothing about his personal relationship with Socrates either from contemporary sources or from later accounts.12 After Socrates’ death, however, a number of former followers composed commemorative memoirs which presented versions of Socrates’ life and beliefs through works which purported to recall their master’s informal style of teaching, the so-called Socratic conversations. With the exception of Plato and Xenophon, these survive only in fragmentary form.13 Plato’s dialogues are formally part of this genre, but in scope and literary quality go far beyond it. The commemorative element in his Socrates, although almost never entirely absent, was transformed into a philosophical exploration of great originality which, while doubtless taking its origin from the conversations of the historical Socrates and continuing to use his name, developed ideas far beyond anything that Socrates conceived.

The effect of Socrates’ death on Plato can perhaps be gauged from a letter, the seventh from a collection of thirteen, allegedly written by him later in his life to friends and associates of his Sicilian friend Dion, a devoted Platonist and a relation of Dionysius I and II, successive rulers of Syracuse. The authenticity of the letters has long been disputed, but the Seventh, if not by Plato, may well have been written during his lifetime, and may give some idea of his reaction to the events described above. The charge against Socrates he regarded as ‘most sacrilegious, which he least of all people deserved’. The government which followed was, he considered, irredeemably corrupt, and the natural progression for someone of his class, to go into active politics, was one he felt unable to take. ‘[The result was] that I, who began full of enthusiasm for a political career, ended by growing dizzy at the spectacle of universal confusion … but finally I came to the conclusion that the condition of all existing states is bad … and that the troubles of mankind will never cease until either true and genuine philosophers attain political power or the rulers of states by some dispensation of providence become genuine philosophers.’14

This may well be putting a retrospective gloss on what were in fact only gradual stages in Plato’s development. Moreover the sentiments of the Seventh Letter bear a suspicious resemblance to attitudes towards Athenian political life which Plato’s Socrates expresses in, for example, Gorgias and Republic; therefore we cannot be entirely safe in making inferences from the Letter to the dialogues rather than vice versa. Nevertheless, it is certain that after Socrates’ death Plato did not go into politics, but, after a period of withdrawal from Athens, returned and at some stage in the 390s–80s founded a school on the site of the shrine of the hero Academus, in the north-west quarter of the city of Athens.

For Plato, seclusion did not mean ivory-tower isolation; the concern for good government and Utopian ideals which comes through in the Letter remained a preoccupation of his, and he established close relations with intellectuals in Sicily and in particular Dion (see above). He made three journeys to Sicily in the course of his life, the second in 367 at the request of Dion, in a desire to influence the young Dionysius II, who had become ruler on his father’s death, to take up his Utopian vision. These attempts, supposedly to influence the creation of a ‘philosopher-king’, were notably unsuccessful.

Plato’s productive life was a long one, stretching from the 390s to his death in 347, and his dialogues are conventionally divided in to three periods, Early, Middle and Late. The broad divisions are largely accepted, although there is much controversy over details, since the dialogues cannot be precisely dated and the exact order of composition is not always certain. We are here concerned with the Early period, the 390s–80s, which saw the composition of mainly short dialogues, in some way presenting conversations held by Socrates with friends and associates – the ones most likely to be related to those of the historical Socrates – in which Socrates asks questions about the nature of values such as piety, bravery, temperance. The order of composition or even approximate dates of these dialogues are unknown, but Plato’s account of Socrates’ trial speech, the Apology, and Socrates’ conversation in prison, Crito, when he refuses the opportunity to escape offered by his old friend Crito, are likely to be among the earliest.15 Socrates’ death (399 BC) looms over this period of composition, particularly in the long Gorgias, which was composed in the early 380s, probably after most of the shorter dialogues and close to Plato’s first Sicilian visit, either just before or just after.16

Gorgias: an introduction

A preliminary question needs to be asked: why did Plato write dialogues? There were certainly precedents for continuous exposition of philosophical and scientific ideas in the prose treatises of some of the sixth- and fifth-century writers, and this was the medium chosen by Plato’s great successor, Aristotle. One possible answer to the question lies in Plato’s adoption of the method of his teacher, Socrates, who appears to have believed that real progress in philosophy is made by mutual discussion of issues of importance by two or more individuals, rather than through solitary monologue which appears to have been the main teaching method of the sophists. Right at the beginning of Gorgias (447c), Plato presents Socrates as expressing strong preference to discuss rather than hear a display-oration, and this method naturally lends itself to dramatization. It also allows individuals, under questioning and in interaction with others, to examine their own values and assumptions. The pressure of defending beliefs also reveals individual psychology: the emotional and temperamental aspect of personality is for Plato quite as important as the intellectual. In Plato’s dialogues people feel ashamed, they needle, insult and tease each other, lose their tempers, joke and express strong feelings of friendship or animosity, as well as engaging in serious intellectual discussion.

The dialogue form also enables Plato to present a vivid picture of social as well as intellectual life in the late fifth century, using venues such as the houses of wealthy and prominent citizens, gymnasia and other public places. We meet distinguished intellectuals such as the sophist Protagoras, dramatists such as Agathon and Aristophanes and politicians such as Nicias and Alcibiades. This is all, of course, Plato’s re-creation; trying to work out the dates at which such dramatized meetings are supposed to be taking place reveals multiple inconsistencies (Gorgias is a typical example) and we cannot assume strict historical veracity in the presentation of Plato’s characters, any more than we can, ultimately, with his Socrates. What does emerge, notably in Gorgias, is Plato’s perspective on late fifth-century Athenian life and culture from the hindsight of the early fourth, and his presentation of it as a springboard for his own powerfully original ideas.

A third motivation for the dialogue form may have been Plato’s ambitious belief that he was, in some sense, taking over the mantle of mainstream Athenian culture. His philosophical ideas represented a radical and usually explicit critique of traditional values, which were expressed in media appropriate to the oral culture Athens still largely was: the poetry of dramatists and the prose of orators and sophists. His ‘dramas’ preserved the ‘face-to-face’ presentation, while very consciously rejecting most of the traditional content.

We know nothing about the actual circumstances of composition and dissemination of Plato’s dialogues, and so we cannot say for certain whether or not they were actually read aloud or performed, in the Academy or elsewhere; however, the tradition of oral performance, still quite strong in fourth-century Athens, makes this a distinct possibility.

The characters of Gorgias

There are, besides Socrates, three main characters in Gorgias and they take it in turns to have a dialogue with him. Their importance in the dialogue is in reverse ratio to what we know about them from outside it. The first, Gorgias, is the one whose historical persona we know most about, and who gives his name to the dialogue, although his contribution is the shortest and least significant of the three.17 He came from the Sicilian city of Leontini and made a grand entrance to Athens in 429 when, as an ambassador for his city, he caught the Athenians’ attention with the power of his oratory. We have seen above his claims for the spoken word and how sought after were the skills he professed. The fragmentary remains of his writings suggest that he also developed radical theories casting doubt on whether it was possible to have and communicate knowledge of the external world (as opposed to being able merely to speak about it).18 Plato’s character, on the other hand, does not exhibit any sharpness of intellect; he is presented as a distinguished, even slightly pompous, figure who regularly runs a one-man show in which he claims to be able to answer any question thrown at him (447d), but he soon gets into difficulties with the respectful but probing Socrates.

The second speaker, Polus, who takes over forcefully from Gorgias at 461b3, following an abortive attempt right at the beginning of the dialogue (448a6), was a teacher of rhetoric and pupil of Gorgias, from Acragas in Sicily (the island was an important centre of rhetorical study in the fifth century). We know nothing about Polus outside the pages of Plato; Socrates refers to, and maybe quotes from, a rhetorical work of his. His youthful, volatile personality is, as often in Plato, reflected in his name (‘colt’ in Greek), and he is handled by Socrates with a degree of sharp, ironic condescension. However, although presented as basically no more intellectually acute than Gorgias, he is more prepared, initially at least, to ignore conventional values, and so allow Socrates to pursue more basic issues related to power and morality.

The third and most important speaker, Callicles, we know absolutely nothing about historically, even whether he actually existed or is an invention of Plato (his name means something like ‘fine reputation’).19 He is presented as a younger member of the Athenian élite embarking on a political career in which surface respect for the democracy covers a more cynical attitude towards political power. He represents the most radical opposition to Socrates in his view that conventional morality is a cover for what he claims is natural justice, in which the strong rule the weak by right. Initially polite to Socrates, he becomes increasingly unsettled and rude in the face of the latter’s ability to defeat him in argument and reach what he regards as absurd conclusions. Socrates’ insistence that philosophical discussion is not merely a leisure or educational activity for the young, but at the centre of politics and morality, leads their antagonism to the point where Callicles finally refuses to co-operate in the discussion, leaving Socrates to go on alone.

Socrates is obviously the most complex character of the dialogue, and his relationship with the historical person has already been discussed. In the dialogues in general he comes across as an urbane, often ironic questioner of those who advance conventional definitions of moral values (see above) almost always from the position, maintained in his trial speech (e.g. Apology 20d ff.), that he was not conscious of knowing anything. What uniquely distinguishes his role in Gorgias is how it swiftly develops into a much more assertive, positive stance, which gives a serious and sometimes even an uncharacteristically bitter tone to the dialogue as a whole. In the later stages of the encounter with Callicles, the latter’s refusal to co-operate in discussion forces Socrates into a series of long speeches in which he defends his way of life in the face of what he and Callicles both recognize as the impending danger of prosecution for his beliefs.

There is also a minor character, Chaerophon, who takes the stage briefly at the beginning of the dialogue; he was a long-standing and somewhat emotional disciple of Socrates, famous as the man who, according to Plato, questioned the Delphic oracle about whether any man was wiser than Socrates and received a negative answer (Apology 21a); he was also a butt of comic dramatists (e.g. Aristophanes in Clouds), receiving a nickname ‘the bat’ from his squeaky voice. We must also not forget an anonymous group of spectators who play a small but vital role in supporting Socrates with clamour in his wish to continue the dialogue with a Gorgias who is displaying signs of polite reluctance when the going starts to get tough (458c3). The presence of an audience adds an edge to the participants’ awareness that their discussion is also a public performance.

The issues of the dialogue

The informal start to Gorgias gives little warning of what is to follow. As in the shorter dialogues of the Early period, Socrates initiates a series of innocent-sounding questions of someone professing a particular art or skill (Greek techne20) – in Gorgias’ case he wants to pin down the exact nature of his ability to speak persuasively in public, which he has apparently been demonstrating just before Socrates arrives and the dialogue begins. A typical course for the Socratic argument would be attempts at a series of increasingly sophisticated definitions of the art or value the so-called expert professes, ending in more or less good-tempered but perplexed agreement that they have not succeeded in arriving at an acceptable conclusion, but have reached an impasse. In the dialogue, Gorgias claims that his art is persuasion and has as its subject right and wrong (454b). The initial impasse is reached when Socrates picks up Gorgias’ admission that his art does not relate to knowledge of this subject, but is only able to produce conviction through persuasion (454e ff.), which contradicts the sophist’s claim to be able to teach the subject – an ability, they agree, which comes only through acquiring knowledge of it (460a ff.). Gorgias does not stay at this particular level, however, and Socrates does not long maintain his stance of an innocent enquirer. The initial discussion sets the tone for the broad scope and the serious intent of the whole dialogue – to articulate the difference which Socrates perceives between the current practice of orators and teachers of rhetoric, who have a major influence on how states are run (intimately connected with the ability to speak well: see above), and what should, in his opinion, be the real purpose of a human life in society, to live rightly and to achieve ultimate happiness. The dialogue is essentially a radical re-articulation of an idea traditional in Greek ethics, the choice between two lives – of vice and virtue.21

Right at the beginning of this Introduction we noted the polarized nature of the discussion, which arises from the radically different basic assumptions of the two sides: Socrates’ interlocutors, especially Polus and Callicles, represent in extreme form a ‘man in the Agora’ view of political life, in which the highest Greek value, ‘excellence’, is closely associated with personal prestige, power and worldly success, that comes, typically, from the ability to speak well and to persuade people. Socrates believes, on the other hand, that the real politician necessarily aims at the good of the citizens in his charge. Why ‘necessarily’? An answer to this question highlights what might, for us, seem strange assumptions on Socrates’ part: that a necessary precondition of doing right or good is to know what actually is right and good, i.e. its nature; moreover, the precondition is not only necessary but sufficient: for Plato’s Socrates, to know what is right in any given situation is necessarily to do it; and once you really know what is right and good, you cannot want to do wrong. Contemporary tyrants like Archelaus of Macedon and other rulers notorious for wrongdoing are therefore not only injuring others but are actually acting through ignorance of what they really want: in what seems like an almost wilfully paradoxical claim (466d) which amazes and irritates Polus, Socrates maintains that tyrants do not do what they want to, only what they ‘decide is best’. Rascally politicians do not really have any power because they are misled about the real ends of their own activity, which must always be to aim at the good.

This is, on first sight, a strange thesis, and we may well find Socrates’ line of argument, as Polus, and later Callicles, certainly did, unconvincing – ‘monstrous and outrageous’ is how Polus puts it, with characteristic bluntness (467b). Power, however exercised, and to whatever end, is still power, since surely what Archelaus decides is best is what he wants to do. And if, as an absolute ruler, he does what he decides, who is to say that he is not, ultimately, happy? Socrates’ line of argument may actually have seemed even more peculiar to his contemporaries. It is important, from our perspective, not to import into this discussion notions of doing ‘right’ and ‘good’ which assume an altruism in the doer divorced from personal advantage. Socrates’ ideal politician is no ‘do-gooder’ in the modern sense, offering a self-sacrificing alternative to the life of power and prestige and securing happiness that way. Irrespective of what happens to you in a material sense, however much you may suffer physically as a victim of injustice, if you know what the real ends of your activity are – the right and good – you will possess, Socrates maintains, actual power, which is obviously to your advantage. This is what conventional orators and politicians should acquire, but do not.

As far as we are concerned this may deepen rather than resolve the paradox. What is it about knowledge of the good which enables it to confer power on a politician? The answer lies in how Plato’s Socrates conceives political activity. He believes that it should be an art like that of the doctor, ship’s captain or other professional. An art is an activity which is based on a rationally organized body of knowledge, as opposed to a ‘knack’ or ‘rule of thumb’, something which is simply based on experience (empeiria: it always seems to work, but the operator does not really know how). In developing this contrast Socrates makes extensive use of the medical analogy: just as the essence of the doctor’s skill is to make people healthy, so the excellence of the real politician must be to improve the people he is governing. By ‘improve’, Socrates does not mean to raise their standard of living or make them successful in war, but to make them better people, just as the doctor knows how to heal the sick. And the issue is much more vital for the politician than the doctor, since, while the task of the latter is
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